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The dominant academic publishers are busy positioning themselves to monetize not only on content, but 
increasingly on data analytics and predictive products on research assessment and funding trends. Their 
growing investment and control over the entire knowledge production workflow, from article submissions, 
to metrics to reputation management and global rankings means that researchers and their institutions 
are increasingly locked in to the publishers’ “value chain”. I will discuss some of the implications of this 
growing form of “surveillance capitalism” in the higher education sector and what it means in terms of the 
autonomy of the researchers and the academy. The intent is to call attention to the need to support 
community-governed infrastructure and to rethink our understanding of “openness” in terms of consent 




Leslie is an Associate Professor and Associate Director of the Centre for Critical Development Studies at 
the University of Toronto Scarborough. Leslie has been interested in the role of “openness” in the design 
of knowledge infrastructure, and the implications on the production and flow of knowledge and their 
impact on local and international development. As one of the original signatories of the Budapest Open 
Access Initiative, Leslie has been active in the experimentation and implementation of scholarly 
communication initiatives of varying scales around the world. Director of Bioline International, an 
international collaborative open access platform, Leslie is a long time advocate for knowledge equity and 
inclusive development. Leslie was the principal investigator for the Open and Collaborative Science in 
Development Network (OCSDNet), funded by IDRC in Canada and DFID in the UK, and the PI of the 
Knowledge G.A.P project. 
Bioline International: http://www.bioline.org.br 
OCSDNet: http://www.ocsdnet.org 
Knowledge G.A.P.: http://www.knowledge.org 
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Pla$orm	Capitalism	and	the	Governance	of	
Knowledge	Infrastructure	
Leslie	Chan,	Centre	for	Cri=cal	Development	Studies	
University	of	Toronto	Scarborough	
@lesliekwchan	
Digital	Ini=a=ve	Symposium	2019,	April	29-30,	University	of	San	Diego		
Sonia	Chaidez	and	Stephanie	Carmona,	WhiOer	College		
When	we	invest	in	social	infrastructures	
such	as	libraries,	parks,	or	schools,	we	
reap	all	kinds	of	benefits.	We	become	
more	likely	to	interact	with	people	
around	us,	and	connected	to	the	broader	
public.	If	we	neglect	social	infrastructure,	
we	tend	to	grow	more	isolated,	which	
can	have	serious	consequences.		
Some	broad	ques=ons	
•  Why	should	we	be	concerned	with	the	
pla$ormi=za=on	of	scholarly	infrastructure?	
•  How	should	we	think	collec=vely	about	
building	open	inclusive	infrastructure	that	
serves	the	pubic	goods?	
•  What	roles	for	Open	Access?	
Claims	
•  Open	Access	has	been	instrumental	in	raising	
awareness	about	inequity	and	social	injus=ce	
in	knowledge	produc=on	and	circula=on	
•  But	we	remained	too	narrowly	fixated	on	an	
old	ar=fact	–	the	journal	and	its	content	
Claims	
•  This	has	allowed	the	concentra=on	of	power	
and	wealth	of	the	publishing	oligopoly	
•  They	are	using	data	extrac=on	as	a	new	form	
of	capital	accumula=on	and	rent-seeking,	
which	is	further	fueling	inequality,	and	
diminishing	epistemic	diversity	and	social	
inclusion		
	Claims	
•  We	have	also	been	too	focused	on	the	visible	
problems	with	Access,	and	not	paying	enough	
aZen=on	to	the	Hidden	and	Invisible	barriers	
and	the	structural	imbalance	in	Power	that	
con=nue	to	define	what	cons=tutes	legi=mate	
knowledge	
Hidden	Power	
•  The	ability	to	set	agendas	and	decisions	
•  The	ability	to	mobilize	and	accumulate	resources		
•  The	ability	to	set	standards	and	norms	
•  The	ability	to	set	boundaries	of	par=cipa=on		
•  The	ability	to	control	infrastructure	–	what	gets	built		
Invisible	power	
•  Data	infrastructure	
–  Capturing	evidence	of	ins=tu=onal	“compe==veness”		
–  Centralized	sources	for	inspec=on	by	policymakers	
and	poli=cians	that	can	be	used	to	evaluate	
ins=tu=onal	outcomes,	create	ranked	league	tables	
–  Decision	to	award	or	withhold	financial	resources	
Two	simple	examples	
Search	as	invisible	infrastructure	
Technology	as	mediator	of	Access	


hZps://www.iflscience.com/
technology/this-racist-soap-
dispenser-reveals-why-
diversity-in-tech-is-
muchneeded/		
“openness”	is	not	a	binary	condi=on,	but	is	highly	
situa=onal,	con=ngent,	and	dependent	on	context		
	
Joy	Buolamwini	
hZps://medium.com/@Joy.Buolamwini/response-racial-and-gender-
bias-in-amazon-rekogni=on-commercial-ai-system-for-analyzing-faces-
a289222eeced			(Jan	25,	2019)		
The	rise	of	ar4ficial	
intelligence	necessitates	
careful	a:en4on	to	
inadvertent	bias	that	can	
perpetuate	discriminatory	
prac4ces	and	exclusionary	
experiences	for	people	of	
all	shades.	
	
hZps://hackernoon.com/algorithms-arent-racist-your-skin-
is-just-too-dark-4ed31a7304b8		(May	29,	2017)	
“We	have	to	keep	in	mind	that	default	seOngs	
are	not	neutral.	They	reflect	the	Coded	Gaze,	
the	preferences	of	those	who	have	the	
opportunity	to	develop	technology.	Some=mes	
these	preferences	can	be	
exclusionary.”	(Buolamwini	2017)	
hZps://hackernoon.com/algorithms-arent-racist-your-skin-is-just-too-
dark-4ed31a7304b8		

Algorithms	are	not	neutral	
How	we	define	“success”	for	
	machines	determines	who	
	wins	and		who	loses	
“Neutrality”	is	a	code	word	for	
	maintaining	the	status	quo	

Prescrip=ve	Technology	designed	by	Extrac=ve	industries	of	the	mind	
	Technology	of	enclosure	
	Technology	of	decision	making	
New	forms	of	ren=er	capitalism	
	Datafica=on	of	everything	
	Extreme	Extrac=on	and	Accumula=on	of	personal	data	
	Commodifica=on	of	everything	
	Extrac=on	as	a	service	
	“Behavioural	surplus”	as	new	form	of	financializa=on		
Data	grab	as	the	new	land	grab	
Expulsion	as	means	of	profit	maximiza=on		
FOMA	as	a	business	strateg	
Normalizing	Precarity	and	Anxiety		
Posada	and	Chen	2019,	forthcoming.	Based	on	Posada	,	Alejandro	and	Chen	,	George	-	Inequality	in	Knowledge	
Produc=on:	The	Integra=on	of	Academic	Infrastructure	by	Big	Publishers	hZps://elpub.episciences.org/4618		
		

“Whether	your	members	are	working	towards	
a	promo=on	or	are	applying	for	research	
funding,	understanding	the	impact	of	their	
research	is	an	incredibly	useful	asset.	
Elsevier	has	combined	and	improved	upon	its	
CiteAlert	and	Ar=cle	Usage	Report	tools	with	
the	crea=on	of	My	Research	Dashboard.	Any	
author	who	has	published	at	least	one	ar=cle	
in	a	journal	published	by	Elsevier	can	register	
for	a	free	and	personalized	dashboard.	The	
data	feeding	the	dashboard	comes	from	
Scopus,	ScienceDirect,	Mendeley,	and	
Newsflo.	Elsevier	acquired	Newsflo,	a	media	
monitoring	service,	in	January	2015.	Newsflo	
shows	authors	where	their	research	is	being	
talked	about	in	the	media.”	
	
My	Research	Dashboard	shows	download	
ac2vity,	shares,	cita2ons,	demographic	data	
about	who	is	reading	your	research,	and	how	
and	where	your	publica2ons	are	being	
discovered.	
hZps://www.elsevier.com/books-and-journals/socie=es/socie=es-update/issue-4/an-impac$ul-
new-service		
Giulia	Forsythe,	Associate	Director,	Centre	for	Pedagogical	Innova=on.	Brock	University,	Canada	
@giuliaforsythe	
		
Infrastructure	is	not	neutral	
•  Infrastructure	as	invisible	form	of	governance	
•  Infrastructure	controls	what’s	possible	
•  Infrastructure	is	embedded	with	ideological	
assump=ons	and	biases	
•  Infrastructure	discriminates		
•  Growing	reliance	on	AI:	Governance	by	algorithms	
“Contemporary	infrastructure	…	is	the	secret	weapon	of	the	
most	powerful	people	in	the	world	precisely	because	it	
orchestrates	ac=vi=es….	Some	of	the	most	radical	changes	to	
the	globalizing	world	are	being	wriZen	…	[in]	infrastructural	
technologies—oren	because	market	promo=ons	or	prevailing	
poli=cal	ideologies	lubricate	their	movement”	Easterling	
(2016:	15)	
	
Easterling,	K.	(2016).	ExtrastatecraE:	The	power	of	
infrastructure	space.	London:	Verso.	
Vandana	Shiva:	“Monoculture	of	the	Mind”		
	
“The	“monoculture	of	the	mind”	treats	diversity	as	
disease	and	creates	coercive	structures	to	remodel	
this	biologically	and	culturally	diverse	world	of	ours	
on	the	concepts	of	one	privileged	class,	one	race	
and	one	gender	of	a	single	species.”	
hZps://www.commondreams.org/views/
2013/04/24/tackling-monoculture-mind		
Figure	1.	Unequal	contribu4on	and	par4cipa4on	in	science.	
Chan	L,	Kirsop	B,	Arunachalam	S	(2011)	Towards	Open	and	Equitable	Access	to	Research	and	
Knowledge	for	Development.	PLOS	Medicine	8(3):	e1001016.	hZps://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pmed.1001016	
hZps://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/ar=cle?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1001016	
hZps://figshare.com/ar=cles/World_scaled_by_number_of_documents_with_authors_from_each_country_in_Web_of_Science_2016/7064771		

hZps://clarivate.com/products/web-of-science/		
hZp://www.viewsorheworld.net/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/
THE2014_OverallScore_KernelDensityCartogram.jpg		
hZp://www.viewsorheworld.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/
THE_WorldUniversityRankings201617_gdpmap.jpg		
hZps://www.elsevier.com/connect/discover-the-data-behind-the-=mes-higher-educa=on-world-university-rankings	
hZps://www.privateequitywire.co.uk/2019/03/01/273580/inflexion-completes-acquisi=on-=mes-higher-educa=on-
tpg-capital		
Elsevier:	How	research	analy=cs	is	driving	success	at	a	
Nigerian	university	
“In	its	15	years,	Covenant	University	has	powered	its	way	
up	the	country’s	research	rankings	and	is	looking	to	
compete	interna=onally”	
	
hZps://www.elsevier.com/connect/how-research-
analy=cs-is-driving-success-at-a-nigerian-university	
	
hZps://www.scidev.net/afrique-sub-saharienne/r-d/ar=cle-de-fond/togo-relegue-recherche-scien=fique-second-plan.html		
•  The	pla$ormi=za=on	of	knowledge	infrastructure	is	
an=the=cal	to	the	epistemic	and	intellectual	diversity	
that	is	crucial	to	the	sustainability	of	our	planet.	It	
drives	needless	growth	and	amplify	inequality.		
Openness,	when	decontextualized	from	its	
historical	and	poli=cal	roots,	could	become	as	
exploita=ve	an	oppressive	as	the	legacy	system	
it	seeks	to	displace	
Towards	a	“Pluriversal”	framework	
•  “a	world	where	many	worlds	fit”	
•  built	on	the	concept	of	diversity	
within	a	whole	Earth	system,	a	
mul=plicity	of	worlds	and	peoples	
coexis=ng	within	the	Planet	
•  life’s	ceaselessness,	always	
flowing,	constantly	changing	owing	
to	interdependence	of	all	aspects	
of	living	systems	
Open	Knowledge	for	
La=n	America	and	the	
Global	South	
CLACSO,	La=ndex,	Redalyc	and	
many	more	
	
hZps://goo.gl/mq4EUt		
hZps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5kXe1UO4beE		
What	We	Can	Do	
Ethics	of	Openness	
•  Acknowledge	Biases	and	Injus=ces		
•  Mindful	of	consent	and	privacy		
•  Prac=ce	mutual	care		
•  	 Demand	disclosure	
Collec4ve	Ac4ons	
•  	 Build	community	governed	infrastructure	
•  	Poly-centric	governance	
•  	 Think	De-growth	for	Sustainability		
•  	Value	Pluralism		
•  	 Poly-centric	governance	
Public	Policy	
•  	 Policy	on	pla$orm	monopoly	
	and	regula=ons	
•  Community	Benefit	Sharing	
	Agreements	
